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Five Years at the Magazine
By Frank A. Farris

What do the editors of MAA journals

do? What is so different about editing
expository mathematics? After my five
years as editor of Mathematics Magazine,
I have strong opinions about these matters. The goal of most mathematics journals is to print the very latest results from
the forefront of research. The goal of
Mathematics Magazine is to remind us
all why we loved mathematics in the first
place, with stimulating articles and notes
accessible to advanced undergraduates.
Receiving and handling manuscripts
Everyone who takes time to prepare and
submit a manuscript to an MAA journal
deserves to be treated with respect. After all, without the creative output of our
authors, there would be no journal to
edit. On the other hand, not every author deserves a great deal of the editor’s
time. Woody Dudley’s excellent book
Mathematical Cranks prepared me for
the range of imaginative thinkers I encountered.
When a manuscript is submitted to the
Magazine, my able assistant, Martha
Giannini, acknowledges it promptly, including a general word to explain that it
takes at least several months to evaluate
a manuscript. We ask authors to wait for
our office to contact them. A certain
amount of the material submitted looks
reasonable at first glance, but on further
examination can be seen to be unsuitable for the journal. Perhaps the piece is
too technical, written for the wrong audience, or substantially duplicates something that has already appeared. (Many
well-meaning authors have rediscovered
gems that were printed decades ago.)
There is little point in sending these
manuscripts to referees. However, since
the author has taken the care to submit
the piece, he or she deserves a respectful
letter, explaining, in as much detail as
time permits, why the manuscript will
not be given further consideration.
My reactions to these authors are as various as the manuscripts that fall into this
category. If there is any way that I can
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help steer an author in the right direction, I try to do so. Sometimes, I have
occasion to use the template I call “Reject Terse,” which omits the phrase, “I
hope that this news will not discourage
you from future submissions.” In any
case, I hope that the author will feel that
someone spent some time with the
manuscript. Every editor can tell amusing or distressing tales of cranks, but even
when I hope that a particular author will
never again submit any manuscripts to
any journals ever, I try not to sound dismissive.
As I gained experience with the Magazine, I was able to see more quickly which
submissions should be rejected without
review. My experience is that only about
half of what I receive is evaluated by
(usually two) referees.
Referees
I use a large pool of referees, which has
its benefits and pitfalls. For instance, early
in my editorship, I added about thirty
young referees from Project NExT to my
database, even though this meant that I
had to interpret their analysis in context:
These kind young people seldom recommended against publication, seeming to
feel that every manuscript could be saved.
Perhaps every manuscript can be saved,
with enough work. In my instructions
to referees, I say, “It happens very often
that an author has a good idea for a paper suitable for the Magazine, but presents it in a way that does not meet our
expository criteria. When thinking of
your overall recommendation, please
make an assessment of the attractions of
the manuscript as it might appear after
all expository problems are solved.”
I ask referees to fill out two forms, Comments for Editor and Comments for Author. On the form intended for my eyes
only, I ask them to mark an overall recommendation as to whether I should
print or not print a suitably revised version of the paper. I ask them to base this
recommendation on the accuracy and
attraction of the mathematical content,

as well as the expository style. I make it
clear that novelty is not a prerequisite for
publication in the Magazine, but if one
is going to write about something that
many people know, one had better write
it in an extremely interesting new way.
It is a lamentable truth that no one really knows everything that has appeared
in MAA publications, but some referees
come close. It is distressing, but ultimately a great relief, when I send off a
piece, thinking that it is extremely promising, and hear back that “essentially the
same thing appeared in 19xx.” There are
excellent electronic tools we can all use
to research the past history of any given
mathematical idea that has appeared in
print — JSTOR, Google Scholar, and
ArXiv come to mind. Even so, an experienced person can easily trump someone
armed only with the internet. For instance, it remains extremely difficult to
learn whether a particular idea might
have appeared in a past Problems column
in one of the MAA journals.
On the Comments for Authors form, I ask
referees to give constructive criticism. I
frequently find myself telling an author
that, while the paper is not suitable for
the Magazine, it probably ought to be
published somewhere, especially after it
is improved according to the referees’
reports. A letter of rejection is not so bad
when it helps an author improve the
manuscript.
The confidentiality of referees is protected, except in an exceptional case that
I call the “arranged marriage.” When an
author has learned so much from a
referee’s report that he or she feels indebted as if to a coauthor, I can inquire
whether the referee feels comfortable
being unveiled. I believe I have arranged
four such marriages over my editorship;
three were quite happy occasions and the
fourth ended well after some mediation.
In the world of narrow disciplinary research mathematics, the tastes of the referees and editor should not matter all
that much. In pure mathematics — as
opposed to, for instance, the humanities
— there is an excellent chance that our
entire community will agree on the value
of a new discovery. In our MAA journals, where the highest value is commu-
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nicating mathematics, decisions require
a human touch. Since the most important question I ask is whether the piece
is likely to interest readers, nothing can
be done to isolate decisions from my
taste. That said, I am aware in every decision that I have been trusted to use my
best judgment to offer the best, most useful material possible.
Acceptance, Revision, Rejection
When evaluating a manuscript at this
stage, I will have a folder on my desk containing the original manuscript and at
least two referee reports. I think of the
phrase from our editorial guidelines: The
Magazine has a higher duty to its readers than its authors. And I try to figure
out what to do.
The occasional no-brainer is welcome:
Both referees love the piece and it reads
like a dream; into the Magazine it goes.
More often, both referees see potential
in the piece, but each has a long list of
recommendations for necessary revisions. Combining their insights with
what I found by working through the
piece, I decide whether it could eventually fly. A common outcome is a letter
suggesting that a suitably revised version
might be accepted. It is quite impossible
to predict what authors are able to do,
even with what I think is excellent and
specific advice, so I warn authors that I
cannot guarantee that their revised papers will appear in the Magazine. Since I
receive four to five times as many manuscripts as I can print, I have learned to
be cautious in soliciting revisions.
There is wide variety in the quality of
authors’ revisions. Sometimes I am disappointed to see that an author has remained married to an existing word-processor file, making only a few cosmetic
changes instead of the requested thorough revision. Sometimes the new version is evidently perfect for the Magazine; writing an acceptance letter is
simple. In many cases, I ask one of the
original referees and one new one to review the piece before I make a final decision. I have faced a number of awkward
situations where I encouraged a revision
and had to turn down the final version,
despite evidence that the author had tried
very hard to comply with my suggestions.

This is why editorial work is not for the
faint-hearted.
Steps to Publication
Almost every acceptance letter contains
a list of additional changes that must be
made before publication, even if the
manuscript has already been revised
more than once. It would probably surprise many people to learn just how
many versions of a manuscript go back
and forth before its final appearance in
print. When putting an issue of the
Magazine together, I start with authors’
final versions of manuscripts and work
them over in depth to prepare final editions. I ask myself: Does it begin well? Is
the organization optimal? Could it be
shortened? I am not shy about proposing changes at this stage.
Occasionally, authors have found my
editorial hand to be a bit heavy. (“You
changed my words!”) More often, authors express gratitude for improvements
to their piece. This can be a tricky interchange; editing an author’s work is a distinctly intimate act. On the whole, I have
very much enjoyed this contact with authors, whom I find to be a remarkably
creative bunch, striking in the variety of
their ideas and ways of expressing them.
Some mathematics journals require that
manuscripts be published in the order in
which they were received. Such a policy
would not be appropriate for MAA journals, which offer a balance of subjects in
an effort to represent the many branches
of our field. Once I have selected pieces
that seem to hang together to make an
issue, I submit the issue by mailing a large
envelope to Managing Editor Harry
Waldman at MAA headquarters. This
hard copy catches up with the electronic
files at the compositor’s office — Integre
Technical Publishing in New Mexico —
and the composition begins.
A few weeks later, the authors and I receive electronic page proofs. We scrutinize these, hoping to maintain the
Magazine’s reputation for printing remarkably few errors. I have almost a
month to work on this first set of pages
before returning them to Washington. A
set of revised proofs arrives a few weeks
later and we go through one more round

of checking. (Martha Giannini holds the
record for the most impressive proofreading feat: During our first year, she
noticed that the page numbers on oddand even-numbered pages were set in
slightly different fonts!)
Along with the revised pages, I typically
send in what used to be called “cameraready copy” for last-minute items such
as Allendoerfer citations and problems
and solutions for the Putnam, USAMO,
and IMO competitions. Paul Campbell’s
Reviews column also goes in at this time
and, if possible, the image for the cover.
Just before the compositor sends the files
to the printer (from New Mexico to Vermont), there is one last chance to make
additions. About ten days later, the
“bluelines” arrive. These are actually final digital page proofs, representing the
last chance to find and correct errors.
Occasionally, I have cried, “Stop the
presses!” and asked Integre to prepare a
corrected page or two. After that, it takes
about three weeks to see the issue in its
final form, which, of course, is immensely satisfying to the weary editor.
Would I do it all again?
Yes. Editing an MAA journal is a great
job. It does take over one’s life, but the
benefits are vast. One learns lots of new
mathematics, meets hundreds of people,
almost all of whom are delightful to
know, and feels deep satisfaction in serving a remarkable Association.
On my computer desktop, I keep a file
of kind comments about my editorship;
I paste these in randomly without recording who said them. When the
workload becomes overwhelming, I’ll
glance through and appreciate how these
people found time to say something nice.
Here are three samples: “My eye is not of
the eagle variety — that’s why you are
the editor and I am a mere ink-stained
wretch.” “I appreciate your prompt response. Also, I can tell my wife that I’m
not the only mathematician who works
on weekends.” “If you go through all of
this with every paper in the Magazine,
you deserve sainthood. If it’s only my
paper, I apologize.”
Frank Farris will finish his term as editor
of Mathematics Magazine this month.
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